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CALIFORNIA'S AGRICULTURAL LAND USE POLICIES 
Nearly every year someone asks the California Legislature to 
enact a comprehensive policy on agricultural land use. Many 
legislators, citizens, and interest groups simply assume that the 
absence of a law labeled "Agricultural Land Use Policy" means 
that these policies do not exist. But that attitude ignores 
nearly 20 years of law-making on this issue. Better known than 
statutory policies are the actual state programs affecting the 
use of agricultural lands: the Williamson Act, the Knox-Nisbet 
Act, and the Suisun Marsh Preservation Act, among others. The 
legislative intent of these programs are implicit, but until now 
no one has collected the Legislature's formal, explicit policies 
on agricultural land use. Since 1965, the Legislature has been 
adopting statutory policies encouraging the conservation of agri-
cultural lands. 
Collecting those policies in this report is not an argument 
against the desirability of the California Legislature combining 
its policies on agricultural land use. On the contrary, the 
Legislature may wishto add to its existing statements, change 
them, or harmonize them with other policies about the need to 
produce housing and other types of development. These summaries 
of legislative intent (and the full text of each section which 
appears in the Appendix) merely recognize the Legislature's 
alrPady substantial record in the field. 
A recent search through legislative policies discovered 20 spe-
cific statements of intent. While several experts contributed to 
this search, there are probably other explicit statements which 
they overlooked. Most certainly the implicit policies are more 
numerous and may even b~. stronger in their practical effect. 
Nevertheless, to acquaint more people with the Legislature's 
record, this review places these statements into three groups: 
e general policies on conserving agricultural land. 
• state policies to guide local officials' actions. 
• state policies on agricultural lands in special areas. 
GENERAL POLICIES 
These policies indicate the Legislature's concern for a strong 
agricultural economy by conserving the ultimate resource, the 
land itself. The most recent statement in this series comes from 
the 1982 Thurman Agricultural Policy Act, but others date back to 
the California Land Conservation Act of 1965· (the Williamson 
Act). 
• In promoting and protecting the agricultural industry, 
the Legislature will review actions for their effects on 
13 factors, including productive agricultural land 
(Thurman Act; Food and Agricultural Code Section 8211). 
• The preservation of a maximum amount of the limited supply 
of agricultural land is necessary to the conservation of 
the state's economic resources (Williamson Act; Government 
Code Section 51220(a]). 
• The conservation of soil and water resources is of funda-
mental importance to the state's prosperity and welfare, 
including the conservation of farms, range, and other uses 
(Public Resources Code 9001). 
• State policy seeks to maintain, improve, and enhance the 
quality of air, water, land, including agricultural 
resources, according to state and national standards 
and local needs (California Environmental Quality Act; 
Public Resources Code Sections 21000 and 21001). 
• The Legislature recognizes that premature and unnecessary 
development of agricultural lands to urban uses continues 
to have adverse effects on the availability of such lands 
for agricultural uses and on the economy of the state 
(Resolution Chapter 81, Statutes of 1981). 
• It is state policy to improve the quality of life in 
California by preserving and using the land resources 
in economically and socially desirable ways (Planning 
and Zoning Law; Government Code Section 65030). 
• It is state policy to ensure that land use decisions are 
made with full knowledge of the long-term and short-term 
economic and fiscal implications, as well as environmental 
effects (Planning and Zoning Law; Government Code Section 
65030.2). 
• The state land use policy developed by the Governor's 
Office of Planning and Research shall specifically con-
sider agricultural lands of major statewide importance 
(Chapter 1534, Statutes of 1970, Section 4[3]). 
STATE POLICIES FOR LOCAL ACTION 
The Legislature has traditionally delegated responsibility for 
land use planning and development decisions to local officials. 
Nevertheless, this delegation carries with it several policies 
that direct local decisions which affect the use of agricultural 
lands. These policies,most of which passed in the late 1960s to 
mid-1970s, appear in laws which set out local officials' land use 
duties. 
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• The Legislature has created a variety of optional methods 
for cities and counties to use in the conservation of 
productive agricultural lands including exclusive agri-
cultural zones, agricultural preserves, the Williamson Act, 
open-space easements, and conservation easements (Reso-
lution Chapter 81, Statutes of 1981). 
• Local land use practices should ensure the preservation of 
open space for scenic beauty, recreation, the conservation 
of natural resources, the production of food and fiber, the 
separation and definition of developed areas, and the pro-
tection of public health and safety (Planning and Zoning 
Law; Government Code Sections 65560 and 65561). 
• The Legislature intends for cities and counties to conserve 
open space whenever possible, including productive agri-
cultural land (Planning and Zoning Law; Government Code 
Section 65562) . 
• It is the state's intent that local land use decisions, 
such as zoning, follow local open space policies and the 
state statutes (Planning and Zoning Law; Government Code 
Sections 65563, 65564, 65566, and 65567). 
• Development should be guided away from prime agricultural 
lands and instead encouraged on vacant and non-prime lands 
(Knox-Nisbet Act; Government Code Sections 54774.5 and 
54790.2). 
• A local agency formation commission cannot automatically 
approve an annexation of prime agricultural land to a city, 
even if the area is surrounded by the city or it within a 
designated urban service area (Municipal Organization Act; 
Government Code Section 35150 [a]). 
• Productive agricultural land should be excluded from 
agencies which finance public facilities and services 
unless they benefit (Mello-Roos Community Facilities Act; 
Government Code Section 53325.6 and Public Resources Code 
Section 29427 b [4]). 
• Using land for commercial agricultural production cannot 
be a "nuisance" to surrounding land uses if it has been 
operating for at least three years (Civil Code Section 3482.5). 
AGRICULTURAL LAND IN SPECIAL AREAS 
When creating land use laws for areas of particular impor-
tance, the Legislature has recognized the special need to con-
serve land in agricultural use. This has occurred in three 
unique settings: the coastal zone, the Suisun Marsh, and around 
the San Francisco Bay. 
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• The maximum amount of prime agricultural land in the 
coustal zone shall be maintained in production to pro-
tect the agricultural economy (California Coastal Act; 
Public Resources Code Sections 30241 and 31050). 
• Coastal agricultural land shall not be converted to other 
uses, except in specified cases (California Coastal Act; 
Public Resources Code Sections 30242, 30243, 30610.1[b], 
and 31051). 
• The State Coastal Conservancy shall give highest priority 
to protecting agricultural land in urban fringe areas 
(Public Resources Code Sections 31054 and 31151). 
• The need to retain agricultural land for long-term use 
and production near the Suisun Marsh caused the Legis-
lature to create special standards for its conservation 
(Suisun Marsh Preservation Act; Public Resources Code 
Sections 29427-29433). 
• The San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development 
Commission shall encourage Williamson Act contracts to 
protect agricultural land in BCDC's jurisdiction 
(McAteer-Petris Act; Government Code Section 66606.6). 
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APPENDIX 
This Appendix the text of the sections cited in the 
report. The sect s appear numerican order, rather than in 
the order in which the report presents them. In some cases the 
relevant portion of a section is only part of a much longer 
section. For examp , Section 35150 of the Government Code 
provides the powers of loca agency formation commissions, but 
only subdivision (a) speaks directly to legislative policy on 
agricultural land use. 
From the CIVIL Code, regarding nuisance: 
- 3482.5. ·(a) No agricultural activity, operation, or facility, or 
appurtenances thereof, conducted or maintained for commercial 
purposes, and in a manner consistent with proper and accepted 
customs and standards, as established and followed by similar 
agricultural operations in the same locality, shall be or become a 
nuisance, private or public, due to any changed condition in or about 
the locality, after the same has been in operation for more than three 
years if it was not a nuisance at the time it began. 
(b) Subdivision (a) shall not apply if the agricultural activity, 
operation, or facility, or appurtenances thereof obstructs the free 
passage or use, in the customary manner, of any navigable lake, river, 
bay, stream, canal, or basin, or any public park, square, street, or 
highway. 
(c) This section shall not invalidate any provision contained in the 
Health and Safety Code, Fish and Game Code, Food and Agricultural 
Code, or Division 7 (commencing with Section 13000) of the Water 
Code, if the agricultural activity, operation, or facility, or 
appurtenances thereof, constitute a nuisance, public or private, as 
specifically defined or described in any such provision. 
(d) This section shall prevail over any contrary provision of any 
ordinance or regulation of any political subdivision of the state. 
(e) For purposes of this section, the term .. agricultural activity, 
operation, or facility, or appurtenances thereor· shall include, but 
not be limited to, the cultivation and tillage of the soil, dairying, the 
production, cultivation, growing, and harvesting of any agricultural 
commodity including timber, viticulture, apiculture, or horticulture, 
the raising of livestock, fur bearing animals, fish, or poultry, and any 
practices performed by a farmer or on a farm as incident to or in 
conjunction with such fanning operations, including preparation for 
market, delivery to storage or to market, or to carriers for 
transportation to market. 
From the Thurman Agricultural Policy Act, in the FOOD AND 
AGRICULTURAL CODE: 
821. As part of promoting and protecting the agricultural 
industry of the state and for the protection of the public health 
safety, and welfare, the Legislature shall provide for a continuin~ 
sound and healthy agriculture in California, and shall encourage~ 
productive and profitable agriculture, by reviewing the impact or 
actions taken on the following factors: 
(a) Productive agricultural land. 
(b) Agricultural water supplies. 
(c) Agricultural energy resources. 
(d) Pest control and pest exclusion, detection, and eradication 
activities. 
(e) Agricultural labor. 
(f) Agricultural production tools, including, but not limited to 
fertilizers and implements of husbandry. · 
(g) Marketing agricultural products in the domestic and foreign 
markets. 
(h) Agricultural research, education, and agricultural extension 
programs. 
(i) Agricultural transportation and distribution systems. 
(j} Agricultural financing. 
(k) Familv owned farms. 
(I) Activities of county agricultural commissioners. 
(m) Agricultural exhibits at state-supported fairs. 
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From the Municipal Organization Act of 1977, in the GOVERNMENT CODE: 
3.5150. 
in Chapter 
2, Title S, and 
this part, mc1uamg 
(a) To review and 
amendment, whol.ly, 
incorporation .cities, 
municipal ru•r ........... ;,.,.t·inr><:· ......... 'IJ .. ,.,.,..., 
shal.l not 
resolution, of .....,...,.,h., ... ,,., 
either (l) or suo,strur~.na 
which the annexation is orc•oo:sea 
duties set forth 
of Part l, Division 
as are specified in 
boundary or the Pacific to be annexed is 
substantially developed or developing, is not prime agricultural land 
as defined in Section 35046, is designated for urban growth by· the 
general plan of is not within the sphere of 
influence an service area 
which adopted a commission, which is 
not prime land, as defined in Section 35046, and is 
designated for urban growth by of the annexing city. 
As a condition to the annexation which is surrounded 
or substantial.ly by the the annexation is 
proposed, the commission may consistent with the 
purposes of this that the annexation include the entire Wand 
of surrounded or territory. 
(b) With annexation or detachment of 
territory to, or to a proposal for municipal 
annexation or detachment, to 
annexation or 
on approving annexation, 
detachment, or municipal reorganization, is inhabited or 
uninhabited. Such determination shal.l be based on the definitions of 
.. inhabited 33038. 
(c) With to a ..... "·""""'" 
cities, to determine 
city. 
two or more 
consolidated, successor 
(d} adopt.............. the evaluation of plans 
for providing uu"""'"'~~""'~u ~·li'VI,~ :n.uJuAJ!tu::u pursuant to Section 
35102. 
if it finds that the 
application of the detrimental to the orderly 
development of the community and that the area that would be 
enclosed as a of incorporation or annexation is so located that 
it cannot reasonably annexed to city or incorporated as 
a new city. 
(f) To approve annexation unincorporated, noncontiguous 
territory not exceeding 100 acres in area. located in the same county 
as that in which the city is located, and which is owned by a city and 
used for municipal purposes; to authorize the conducting 
authority to annex such territory without notice or hearing. 
(g) Subject to the of Section 35031, to designate in the 














""n''l"t"'"" statute, which is 
""'"'""r•""' or extends such date. 
to sustaining 
lowest average 
there elcists a 
,..,. .. , ... nrlrhnru which requires 
of agricultural 
1s m public interest 
1"11'n"'"''"""''"' .. Housing Assistance 
lands have a 
preservation in 
use of which may be 
cnlil'Pt,er constitutes an important 
to or pending 
or habitat 
state because of its 
view of a state 
nn.l'i', .... _ u habitat for 
eru:um.cetnelilt thereof. 
n~~ssa~v the promotion 
'Df()t~mcln public interest m 
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or lead to 
to uses other than 
following policies 
open-space uses 
agricultural lands in 
agricultural lands, 
nrt\l"'nlr">fP the planned, Orderly, 
vacant or nonprime agricultural 
existing jurisdiction or within 
ren{;uu,n~t!lte:t.~ before any 
development existing open-space 
of lead to the 
for non-open-space uses 
jurisdiction of outside of which are outside of the agency's 
















·space element of 
I\.OU~uu.;u. either 
oDEm-s:nac~ plan 
mc:mcnn:g, but not 
man&l!ternetlt or regulation 
~~~~:uu eoiU111DOilS as earthquake fault 
areas presenting 




(a) To assure 
guide the 
oO<en·sD~lce plan; and 
adoption of the 
a description of the 
inventoried and 
land or any muE.rPin u ..... ,,.n 
use restricted or 




by which open-space 
M'"'"""~"'' or disposed of or iu 
or not pursuant to thia 
open-space plan. 
From the McAteer-Petris Act, in the GOVERNMENT CODE: 
66606.6. in this title shall the right of pri-
vate property o\vn.ers and local to establish agri-
cultural preserves and enter contracts pursuant to the 
provisions of the Conservation Ac.t of 1965. 
comm.I.SSlOD within six after the effecttve date of 
this section shall' institute an action program to 
encourage l~al to enter into contr~cts under the 
California Act of wtth own~rs of 
property to which the of that act may be a.pphcable. 
From the PUBLIC RESOURCES CODE, regarding resource conservation 
districts: 
assume ... ,.,., ..... u .. n 
program of 
conservation 
are enacted to acc~rJnpltsh 
(a) To provide 
the United States 
pursuant to 
conservation pr:!lctnce·s, 
open space, urban aeve1ton•m1~nr 
water quality, and 
resources, soil, water, and air 
economically preventable waste destruction. 
(b) To provide for the and operation of resource 
conservation districts for the purposes of soil and water·conservation, 
the control of runoff, the prevention and control of soil erosion, and 
erosion stabilization, including, not limited to, these purposes in 
open areas, agricultural areas, development, wildlife areas, 
recreational developments, watershed t, the protection 
of water quality and water elopment of storage 
and distribution water, and treatment of each acre of land 
according to its needs. Such in addition to their other 
powers, shall have legal authority: 
this state, counties, cities, 
conservation districts, persons, 
From the California Environmental Quality Act, in the PUBLIC 
RESOURCES CODE: 
21000. The Legislature finds and declares as follows: 
(a) The maintenance of a quality environment for the people of 
this state now and in the future is a matter of statewide concern. 
(b) It is necessary to provide a high-quality environment that at 
alJ times is healthful and pleasing to the senses and intellect of man 
(c) There is a need to understand the relationship between the. 
maintenance of high-quality ecological systems and the general 
welfare of the people of the state, including their enjoyment of the 
natural resources of the state. 
(d) The capacity of the environment is limited, and it is the intent 
of the Legislature that the government of the state take immediate 
steps to identify any critical thresholds for the health and safety of 
the people of the state take ail coordinated actions necessary to 
prevent such thresholds being rellCJ'Ioeo 
(e) Every citizen has a responsibility to contribute to the 
preservation and enhancement of the environment. 
(f) The interrelationship of policies and practices in the 
management of natural resources and waste disposal requires 
systematic and concerted efforts by public and private interests to 
enhance environmental quality and to control environmental 
pollution. 
(g) It is the intent of the Legislature that aU agencies of the state 
government which regulate activities of private individuals, 
corporations, and public agencies which are found to affect the 
quality of environment, shaH regulate such activities so that 
major consideration is to preventing environmental damage, 







costs to col1Sic:ier 
environment 
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environment, 
suitable living 
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component of the 
uc::>UtJ!Ai:U.C the area Of the 
...,,,.,,,,. .. , in agricultural 
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of the Government 
Revenue and Taxation Code, nor the 
of the Government Code, shall 
pursuant to this article. 
" 11""hr•n over 
,..,,,n,..,.,, L.and 
(Chapter 7 
l of Title 5 
contract, as defined 
Revenue Taxation Code. 
to subdivision (a), such 
enter into such contract 
in Section 51230 
(f) of Section 421 of the 
of Section 51242 
to any contract entered into 
of subdivision (b) of 
annexation by a 
is contract with the 
duties, and powers of the 
count}' under contract and contract shall remain effective 
for all purposes even if ( 1) the land annexed was within one 
mile of such at time contract was entered into; (2) 
the city agency commission had 
approved, a contract 51234.5 of the 
Government to 





cancellation or notice 
commission finds that 
provisions of 
section does not 
relating to the 







land shall be 
to assure protection of the 
shall be minimized 
through all of the 
(a) By and rural 
areas, ini"lnrlina buffer areas to 
minimize t"nn,flil'h: h.!"tuJ-·n land uses. 
(b) By lands around the 
periphery of viability of existing 
agricultural use is '"'"'"'"""'"' "'$""' ........ , •. :onflicts with urban 
uses or where complete a logical 
and viable nei1ghbor !Tth,.,,,.. to the establishment of a 
stable limit to urban ch~1ve1~:>prne1r1t 
(c) By permitting the conversion agricultural land surrounded 
by urban uses where the conversion of the land would be consistent 
with Section 
(d) By developing "'"'"'·ih•h,l"" 
to the conversion of agricultural 
agriculture prior 
(e) By usuring that public service and facility expansions and 
nonagricultural development not impair agricultural viability, 
either through increased assessment costs or degraded ~ and water 
quality. 
(f) By usuring that agricultural lands, except 
those conversions approved pursuant to subdivision (b), and all 
development to lands shall not diminish 
the productivity · 
30243. 
be protected, 




...V?III~uu cornmterc:uu timberlands in 
uses or into units of 




as provided in 
nu!~nest priority to urban 
on agricultural lands 
From Resolution Chapter 81, STATUTES OF 1981, regarding the 
conservation of agricultural lands: 
WHEREAS, The Legislature reco ·zes that premature and 
wmecessary development of agric lands to urban uses 
continues to have adverse on the availability of such lands for 
agricultural uses and on the economy of the state; and 
WHEREAs, The Legislature has also created a variety of optional 
methods for cities and counties to use in the conservation of 
productive agricultural lands including exclusive agricultural zones, 
agricultural preserves, the Williamson Act, open-space easements, 
and conservation easements; and 
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